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Preface

The growing of food crops in small-scale “backyard” plots, although
common in urban areas throughout the world, has until very recently
been overlooked as a subject for serious study. The cultivation of
food crops on a somewhat larger scale in the public and private open
spaces of cities, especially in the developing world, is also common,
but it, too, remains almost untouched as a topic of research. Part of
the reason for this lack of attention may be that this form of urban
land use is seasonal and ephemeral, and so may escape the notice of
researchers who concentrate on more visible, permanent forms of
urban land use. At certain times of the year, however, especially at
seasons of peak rainfall, many Third World cities are transformed by
armies of “urban farmers” who till the open spaces to produce flour-
ishing vegetable gardens and fields of grain and fruit. In some coun-
tries, for example Japan, these urban farmers are given government
protection and encouragement through favourable land-use regula-
tions and tax concessions. In many others, however, such cultivators
— and the owners of urban livestock such as goats, sheep, and chick-
ens — are grudgingly tolerated if not, indeed, actively discouraged,
or declared illegal and harassed by urban administrators, law enforce-
ment authorities, and planners.

In this study, the focus is on urban cultivators — their spatial dis-
tribution, practices, motives, and problems — in a large Third World
city, Nairobi. The city is the commercial and administrative capital
of Kenya, a nation of over twenty-three million people which is grow-
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ing at a rate of nearly 4 per cent a year. The objective is to shed light
on this important but little understood component of the urban infor-
mal sector in Nairobi and, by extension, in other rapidly growing
cities of the developing world. Data for this study are drawn mainly
from a field questionnaire survey conducted by the author and a
support team in mid-1987. The survey, whose technical details are
explained in Appendix I, attempts to answer a series of fundamental
questions about the cultivators of Nairobi’s open spaces: Who are
these “urban farmers” and where do they come from? Why do they
choose to cultivate food crops in the city’s vacant lands, and how did
they gain the right or the opportunity to use urban open space in this
way? What do they grow, and what inputs and cultivation practices
are involved? How do they protect the fruits of their labours, and
how do they dispose of the produce? Finally, what is the practical
and theoretical significance, from economic, geographical, socio-
political, and environmental points of view, of this type of informal
sector activity?

The book is in three parts. Part One sets the context for a detailed
examination of urban farming in Nairobi’s open spaces. It draws on
existing literature to explain the role of large Third World cities as
magnets for rural underemployed and landless peasants and outlines
the part played by the urban informal sector in directing new arrivals
into activities and areas of the city that foster urban agriculture. It
also traces the development and use of urban open space, so important
to contemporary urban farmers, from the time of first settlement of
the Nairobi area by railway builders, through the colonial years when
the city was virtually closed to permanent settlement by indigenous
peoples, to the modern era after independence of Kenya from Britain,
when problems of rapid growth in this city of over one million people
have challenged the authority and vision of administrators and plan-
ners.

Part Two describes the nature, background, distribution, and prac-
tices of the urban farmers themselves. It begins with a brief overview
of the role of food producers in a sample of six municipalities in
Kenya, drawing on findings in a recent survey of urban households
by the Mazingira Institute, a Kenyan non-governmental research
organization. The Mazingira report, in many ways, acts as a com-
panion piece to the survey of open-space cultivation conducted by
the author. Next we examine the cultivators of Nairobi themselves,
their demographic characteristics, patterns of rural-urban migration,
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their personal backgrounds and household characteristics that give
clues to their vocations and avocations as urban farmers. Spatial var-
iations in cultivation within the city are then examined. The questions
of land tenure and occupance in Nairobi are analysed, with emphasis
on the usufruct arrangements made by the sample of 618 urban cul-
tivators interviewed during this study. Following this, the special
position of women as the predominant group of urban cultivators is
discussed, as well as details of cultivation practices and cropping
patterns. Questions of the use of labour, the tolerance of risks and
losses, and the extent of cultivation are also examined in this part of
the book, together with factors of consumption or other means of
disposal of the produce from urban lands. A final chapter in Part
Two lists problems and issues facing cultivators.

Part Three summarizes the role and significance of urban agricul-
ture in Nairobi at the levels of the cultivator’s family, the community,
and the nation. It attempts to place these in a theoretical context,
which may have broader application to the study of development in
the Third World.

The descriptive and analytical material in parts Two and Three are
supplemented by detailed tables of data in Appendix 2 that are based
mostly on the author’s 1987 survey.
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The Nairobi River, now contained in an artificial channel, was the site of the first
urban shambas in the colonial capital.
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Flourishing urban shambas growing bananas, maize, beans, sugar cane, and many
other crops near the central commercial area of Nairobi.
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Uhuru Park, Uhuru Highway, and government buildings on “The Hill,” occupy
land that was part of the railway lands until mid-century.

An urban shamba growing maize, beans, cabbages, and other vegetables adjacent
to the Catholic cathedral and school in the heart of Nairobi’s business district.
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district of Kyuna Estate, Nairobi.

Mature maize crop alongside the dual carriageway of Waiyaki Way, near Kangemi,
Nairobi. Crops produced in such areas are likely to be contaminated by automo-
bile exhaust fumes.




Shambas compete for land
with jua kali automotive work-
shops alongside the Nairobi
River near the city’s
commercial heart.

Small plots of bananas and
cassava in the foreground, and
maize in the background, are
interspersed among railway
tracks near the central railway
station, Nairobi.




A large shamba
growing sugar
cane, maize,
cassava, and tree
crops on the banks
of the Nairobi
River under the
approach path to
Eastleigh airfield,
Nairobi.




Female cultivators outnumber males two to one in Nairobi. The universal
tools of the urban cultivators are the panga (bush knife) and jembe (hoe)
illustrated here.

Left Flocks of sheep, goats, and other livestock are common in the shambas
of Nairobi. This flock is in a high-density housing area in Shauri Moyo.



A look-out platform for guarding the harvest against theft in an urban
shamba plot, Eastleigh, Nairobi.



PART ONE

The Context
of Urban Agriculture

“All over tropical Africa urban dwellers undertake some cultivation, and it
is the main occupation for many in the smaller towns ... It is impossible to
determine what proportion of their population gains a livelihood mainly
from the land, both because many combine farming with other activities,
and also because so many farmers live part of the time in town and part in
a rural settlement” (O’Connor 1983, 137). As this statement indicates,
urban agriculture is quite common in cities and towns of Africa. O’Connor
correctly perceives urban agriculture to be an important part of the small-
scale enterprise or informal sector (ibid. 146, 210). Nevertheless, most
studies make the assumption that migrants from rural areas abandon agri-
culture when they take up residence in the city (O’Barr 1976, 14; Rempel
1978, 21). The literature is replete with descriptions and explanations of the
migratory process and the nature of African informal sector activitics
which give the impression that rural migrants to the city suddenly find
themselves denied all opportunity of pursuing their customary rural occu-
pation. In the urban centres of Kenya, and probably in many others
throughout the Third World, this assumption about the abandonment of
cultivation in urban areas is far from the truth. One can only speculate on
the source of this myopia in the development literature that has caused a
potentially important productive sector to be overlooked by administrators,
planners, and researchers. Some clues are, however, revealed if one exam-
ines salient treatises on Third World development.

The International Labour Organization (1Lo), which launched one of the
first planning-related studies of the informal sector, and whose publications
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advocating the development of this sector have been profoundly influential,
scarcely mentions urban agriculture in its major recent reviews of informal
activities, but instead comments that “In rural areas people dig land to
make a living. Increasing numbers forsake the land for urban life and urban
jobs, meaning urban wage jobs. Most fail in this and are forced onto their
own devices. They take to selling cigarettes and matches, or if they have
skills, to repairing machines. They put together their own makeshift prem-
ises; in everything they provide a visual contrast to modern urban life and
hence acquire a label for themselves — the informal sector” (iLo 1985, 11).

From the outset, it seems, the 1.0 has simply excluded urban agriculture
from its definition of informal sector activities by referring to the latter as
*small-scale non-farm activities” (ibid. 1972, 223). Significantly, with few
exceptions, subsequent studies have followed this definition with its
assumption that only “non-farm” activities are encountered in urban infor-
mal sectors throughout the world.

Recent surveys in Kenya by the present author and by the Mazingira
Institute, together with a handful of similar studies in Zambia and else-
where (Rakodi 1988) suggest that urban agriculture is both prevalent and
economically significant. Empirical support for this contention is presented
in Part Two of this book. The purpose of Part One is to set the stage for the
detailed analysis by outlining the context in which the urban agriculture
sector has developed and currently flourishes.

Chapter 1 considers how the “pull” of the large African city lures
migrants into a milieu in which circumstances lead a high proportion of
them to turn to farming in the vacant lands of their new urban home.
Chapter 2 discusses the growth of the urban informal sector and the failure
of the non-farm jobs it comprises to fulfill completely the needs of new
migrants to the city. Chapter 3 outlines the creation of the open spaces in
the early colonial capital that provide the lands for much of the agriculture
in the city of Nairobi today. Chapter 4 considers late-colonial and post-
colonial developments, particularly planning problems and their implica-
tions for urban farming.



I The Lure of the City

The latter part of the twentieth century has witnessed a world-wide
process of rapid urbanization, particularly in developing countries.
This process, which is associated with post-colonial penetration by
international capital of resource-rich and labour-surplus areas of the
Third World, is well documented, and its major causes and impli-
cations have been examined in numerous previous studies (Lowder
1986; Drakakis-Smith 1986; Johnston and Taylor 1986). Africa has
participated in this urbanization process, although the growth of Afri-
can cities has attracted less attention than other major world regions.
Today African cities are among the fastest growing anywhere: tropical
Africa’s urban population has been rising at over 5 per cent a year in
the last few decades (O’Connor 1983, 47; Sporrek 1985, 20); Nairobi
has gone from a population of 270,000 in 1960 to about 1,300,000
in 1988. This represents about 57 per cent of Kenya’s urban popu-
lation.

Although there are very old, indigenous cities in Africa as well as
“show-case” capitals that are recent artifacts of newly independent
regimes, the pattern of most large cities in tropical Africa owes much
to the colonial “development” of imperial possessions by European
powers. The latter began their conquest and annexation of Africa on
a large scale after the Berlin Conference of 1884—5. Ports and rail-
heads, for the extraction and exporting of tropical products, and
administrative centres were built in each of the colonies or protec-
torates by Britain, France, Germany, Portugal, Belgium, Spain, and
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Italy. Some of these centres, such as Lagos and Kampala, were
grafted onto pre-existing indigenous settlements; but many others, for
instance Salisbury (now Harare) and Lusaka, were created de novo
on the open veldt or in bush clearings. While the resulting cities are
sometimes blends of traditional urban forms with western commer-
cial-administrative-industrial structures, many others have been
described simply as outposts of Europe on African soil. There was
no attempt to integrate Africans into these centres; on the contrary,
the cities were regarded by the European colonizers as their own
exclusive preserves. Since Nairobi is a typical example of such a
colonial creation, before discussing relevant aspects of its develop-
ment, there is value in examining the process whereby these colonial
cities grew, and in particular the process of Africanization of centres
that were once the domain of non-Africans.

A periof of expanding European mercantilism gave birth to many
of these cities, which became centres for administration of tropical
territories and for organizing extraction and export of products
needed by the mother country. Colonial cities were often divorced
from their immediate hinterlands if these were subsistence-oriented,
being better connected to more distant resource deposits or to areas
where white settlers had taken over farmland. In the late colonial
period, the need for these centres to “pay their way” and reduce costs
of imported necessities impelled colonial administrations to encour-
age the location of import-replacement industries in Third World
cities. Industrial and commercial employment was, however, racially
segregated for the most part, with the high-income occupations, as
well as better housing and other urban amenities, being reserved for
colonial expatriates (van Zwanenberg 1972, 17). Since they acquired
all the trappings of capital cities during the colonial years, primate
urban centres were usually adopted and maintained as such by Afri-
can administrations once independence was achieved. Many of them
still have much the same appearance, structure, and functions that
they had during the colonial days.

For probably the majority of Africans who had been rural dwellers
since before the advent of colonization, daily life was not greatly
altered by influences of these European outpost cities until after the
mid-twentieth century. This was a time when currents of sentiment
among educated Africans began to run strongly in favour of inde-
pendence, nationhood, and modernization. Previously, the indigenous
peoples were regarded by the colonialists (from an economic view-
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point) merely as farm labourers or producers of primary produce, not
as urban industrial or service workers. As part of official policy, and
for reasons that were often complex, Africans were discouraged or,
indeed, prohibited from entering the cities. Colonial cities grew, of
course, but mostly through an influx of non-African settlers, either
from the mother country or from corners of the empire (India for the
British, Lebanon for the French) where useful and compliant petty
tradesmen, shopkeepers, and urban labourers could be recruited in
adequate numbers for their colonies. City growth was, for the most
part, modest during the colonial period, and numbers of urban Afri-
cans were usually small. Often they comprised a force of temporary
labourers without accompanying spouses or children, who performed
the most menial service jobs in the city, acting, for example, as
household servants, gardeners, or nannies for Europeans. If they did
not occupy servants’ quarters on their employers’ estates, their dwell-
ings were usually segregated from European residential areas. The
patterns of circular migration of urban Africans so frequently com-
mented upon by previous researchers (Elkan 1976; Gould 1986), in
which periodic rustication was a notable feature, arose partly out of
the economic and social pigeon hole into which Africans were fitted
during and shortly after the colonial period, as well as the colonial
insistence that Africans had no permanent place in the city.

When the winds of change in Africa swept away the colonial and
imperial structures after the 1950s, the pace of African urbanization
increased dramatically. The roles of indigenes in the city also under-
went a swift change with the onset of programs of repatriation of
foreigners and Africanization of businesses. Segregation of housing
and discrimination against blacks in the job market were quickly
dismantled. In East Africa this process forced an exodus of many
European and Asian businessmen and their families during the early
1970s. Their places were taken by Africans who, in many cases, were
recent arrivals from rural arecas where suitable business expertise and
training were in short supply. This was a testing time for new African
entrepreneurs, and also for the thousands of often landless “hopefuls”
who flooded into the cities in the expectation of a high-paying wage
job in the newly acquired business of a relative or erstwhile rural
neighbour. Some enterprises succeeded and flourished. Many failed,
and their employees were thrown onto a glutted urban labour market.

Although many Africans continued the circular migratory pattern
entrenched during the colonial period, many more arrived in the city
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with every intention of making it their permanent home. Thus the
growth of cities took on a new dimension, with African townsmen
now filling permanent jobs in government, commerce and industry
from the highest to the most lowly occupations in the formal sector.
The pace of urban growth quickened, engulfing and incorporating
peri-urban African rural settlements. For the first time in many cities,
the expanding population included a significant component of the
locally born resident as well as the migrant. African families, com-
monly comprising six or more children in rural areas, retained much
the same size among confirmed townsfolk. In Kenya, for example,
there is no current evidence of any appreciable reduction in the size
of the average urban African family. Poor urban families are often
obliged to live in a single rented room in a crowded tenement. Some
observers believe that the concept of the “household” may be quite
inappropriate in many such cases, since several families may share
the same small, ramshackle dwelling in a kind of “time-share”
arrangement. In these instances, the notion of the *“consumption
unit,” comprising people who eat together rather than those who
simply share the same dwelling, has possibly greater validity as a
unit for social analysis.

Despite comments about the upsurge in the rate of natural increase
in urban populations, the fact remains that the present populations of
such colonial cities as Nairobi contain a high proportion of compar-
atively recent arrivals. For example, of the 828,000 people in Nairobi
enumerated at the 1979 census, only 26 per cent were born within
the city precincts, and for Africans over fifteen years of age, locally
born residents totalled about 5 per cent of the urban population
(O’Connor 1983, §8). Continued rural-to-urban migration represents
an almost inexhaustible well-spring for the future growth of tropical
African cities. But this in itself comprises one of the most serious
problems facing African society, since the rates of urban investment
and job creation do not come near to equalling the rate of in-migra-
tion, while many rural areas are being drained of their better educated
and most enterprising young people (Gugler and Flanagan 1978, 61;
Rempel 1978, 27).

Students of the process of African urbanization point to the fact
that the rapid urbanization of recent decades is progressing from a
very low initial starting point before mid-century, under a combina-
tion of “push” and “pull” influences (Bjeren 1971, 14). This dia-
lectic of forces acts as a useful framework for modelling the growth
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of cities and their attendant structures and processes. Factors that
tend to push farmers out of their home regions can be grouped under
such headings as rapid population increase, deprivation, land
“reform,” deterioration of rural lands, modernization, and detribal-
ization. Forces pulling Africans to large cities include opportunities
for work, education, and enjoyment of urban amenities. Here we are
interested in aspects of these forces that foster the growth of urban
agriculture as part of the total urban milieu.

Rapid Population Increase. Most countries in tropical Africa are
growing at an annual rate near 3.0 per cent, and Kenya’s growth rate
has hovered near 4.0 per cent for several decades: it has one of the
fastest growth rates in the world. The current Kenyan population of
around twenty-three million is more than twice what it was at inde-
pendence in 1963. Thus, most of the Kenyan population is young,
nearly half still of school age. Around 8o per cent of Kenyans live
in rural areas, mostly in peasant farming communities. The burden
of feeding, clothing, and educating these people has been high for
the struggling economy of Kenya, and grows with every passing year.
The ability of the rural areas to support this burgeoning population
is now severely strained, as the country lacks new areas of high-
potential land for agricultural settlement, and few natural resources
to permit rural diversification.

Deprivation. Scarce development capital has often favoured urban
areas at the expense of the rural majority. As a result, in the villages
and farmsteads of food-producing regions in the Third World there
has been a lack of basic human needs, educational opportunities,
health facilities, adequate transportation, and other vital services
taken for granted in large cities. Rural dwellers have witnessed the
absolute deterioration of their own lifestyles and the evaporation
of real choices for their children, starkly juxtaposed against the rel-
ative wealth of the urban centres. It is small wonder that these cen-
tres have attracted such a flood of migrants of all ages and
backgrounds, including the sick and destitute as well as those with
better education and greater resources who are willing to gamble in
the “life lottery” of the large cities (Gugler and Flanagan 1978, 60).
A bleak future faces most peasants who resign themselves to a pre-
carious, rustic existence on the economic margins of their own
country.
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Land Reform. The process of land reform — that is, consolidation and
registration of title to land and property — initiated before the end of
the colonial period and now largely completed, has exacerbated the
shortage of arable land in Kenya (Barber 1970, 22-3). Initially this
process had the laudable stated aims of returning the lands appro-
priated by White colonists to the indigenous peoples and giving to
each a secure title to a tract capable of supporting a family (Sorrenson
1967). Consolidation meant, however, that the equitable distribution
of small plots of different soil quality, carefully and fairly apportioned
by elders to each clan member in accordance with tradition, was
ended in a manner which tended to favour the politically powerful
(Glazier 1985, 199). Some clans and individuals, able and willing to
use litigation or political influence to their advantage, acquired large
tracts of the best quality agricultural land, by no means all of which
is productively used. Others had to make do with lower quality, less
productive land, or were rendered entirely landless by the “reform”
process. Joint decision-making by a clan regarding use of the land
was replaced by individual decisions made by the (usually male) head
of the household or by a landlord. Women, who have traditionally
been the principal cultivators in rural Kenya, were excluded almost
entirely from the land entitlement process. Some peasants initially
acquired land, but later lost it as banks or finance institutions fore-
closed on unrepaid loans, or as large and powerful neighbours bought
them out. With the passage of time, as original title-holders have
died and bequeathed their small parcels to their often numerous male
offspring, subdivision and re-subdivision have resulted in “farms”
no bigger than the original tiny plots so abhorrent to the agricultural
advisers who advocated the land reform process in the first place.

While they wait to inherit a small rural shamba or farm, a great
many Africans live in a kind of exile in the large cities, and the
passage of time blunts the enthusiasm of many for a return to a
peasant life. A proportion will yield to the temptation to sell their
inheritance.

The end result of land reform, therefore, is a rural economy com-
posed of a very large number of tiny peasant holdings operating on
a semi-subsistence basis, alongside a small number of large estates
and plantations concentrating on cash crops of coffee, tea, sisal, and
other exportable commodities. The numbers of landless and unem-
ployed have increased many-fold through this process. This result, in
fact, was foreseen and accepted as “normal” in the document (called
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the Swynnerton Plan) that gave rise to land reform during the colonial
period (Colony and Protectorate of Kenya 1955, 10). Government
programs to assist the *“progressive” farmers have accelerated the
rate at which small peasant farmers are bought out by their larger
neighbours and swell the stream of unemployed to the cities. Peasant
farming is, at best, a precarious business, due partly to the inade-
quacy of rural infrastructure but also to low capital investment, inad-
equate training, and poor health of the farmers themselves.

There are also semi-arid rangelands that cover at least three-quar-
ters of the land surface of Kenya. These are given over to pastoralism
and game reserves, providing few employment opportunities or tan-
gible benefits for the vast majority of Kenyans. Instead they contrib-
ute their share of landless to the ranks of migrants heading to the
large cities.

The farmers’ incomes in the smallholder areas are very low in spite
of their efforts to supplement them with off-farm jobs or with high-
yielding cash crops. Coffee, tea, and pyrethrum, the most significant
cash crops, dominate the constricted areas, mostly in the highlands,
where cultivation of these products is legally sanctioned and ecolog-
ically sound.

Deterioration of Farmland. Along with other countries of tropical
Africa (notably neighbouring Ethiopia), Kenya has experienced
regionally severe problems of soil erosion and rapid deterioration of
the fertility of agricultural lands under a combination of heavy pop-
ulation pressures, inappropriate management practices, and unfa-
vourable farming conditions, including several prolonged droughts.
Population pressures have led to the clearing and cultivation of lands
that are, by any measure, sub-marginal for crop growing. Poor man-
agement practices include overgrazing by domestic stock, the intro-
duction of mechanized, “open row” cultivation, the spread of crops
such as maize and sugar cane that are not particularly suited to the
variable rainfall in many parts of Kenya, the production of cash crops
like tobacco that rapidly deplete soil fertility, and the failure to com-
bat such depletion or erosion. Add to this a series of severe droughts,
notably in 1974 and 1984, and the conditions are ripe for guasi-
permanent deterioration of soil resources as desperate farmers wring
what they must from the exhausted land before abandoning it in
favour of an equally uncertain life in the distant cities (Bradley 1986,
100-1).
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Modernization and Detribalization. The stress placed by governments
of newly independent African countries on rapid modernization,
especially the concentration on large, capital-intensive development
projects, has had a marked effect on speeding up the growth of large
primate cities. For the first two or three decades after independence,
many African countries virtually ignored small-scale agriculture in
favour of the development of mining, large scale estates and planta-
tions, and “import replacement” industries that were greedy consum-
ers of scarce foreign exchange and imported technology and expertise.
A new comprador alliance was forged by the emerging African élite
and international capitalist interests, which helped prevent the further
subdivision of large estates into peasant holdings. Attempts to make
African capital cities international show-places, with spectacular pub-
lic buildings and all the other trappings of modernization, resulted
in an upsurge of displaced peasants from the cash-crop estates and
the neglected small-farming areas, drawn by the glittering metropolis
and the good life local politicians promised in the euphoric prelude
to independence from colonial domination.

One aspect of the modernization process in Africa commented on
by some observers has been the detribalization of Africans resulting
from the growth of urban areas and the acquisition of a western-style
of education. During the colonial period the paramountcy of “tribal-
oriented” political organization was tolerated and actually promoted
by a number of colonial authorities as an aspect of indirect rule or
as part of the strategy of “divide and conquer.” Post-colonial efforts
at nation-building have stressed national unity and pride above tra-
ditional sentiments of tribal or clan loyalty, and this has been espe-
cially true in large cities where tribalism is considered to be at best
irrelevant and at worst a negative force. As tribalism weakens further
in the “modern” regions of Africa, other political and social forces
tending to promote the growth of the technologically advanced urban
sector have become relatively more pervasive. These act as pull ele-
ments luring landless and disaffected or better-educated rural resi-
dents, now bereft of strong tribal loyalties, to the cities.

Anractions of the City: Wage Work, Education, and the Cash Econ-
omy. Landlessness would not be such a problem in rural areas if
alternative income-earning opportunities existed there in adequate
quantities. Although the rural non-farm sector has become a devel-
opment instrument of great potential in recent decades (Freeman and
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Norcliffe 1985), the fact remains that it is by no means able at this
stage to absorb the flood of landless and jobless flowing out of the
agricultural areas of the country. The low purchasing power of rural
consumers, and the low levels of capital formation in farming regions,
militate against larger investments in rural non-farm job creation. In
the eyes of many rural dwellers, the large cities hold their only hope
of escape from the trap of rural poverty and deprivation. The city, at
least up until now, has been seen from afar as the door to comfort
and wealth, the repository of all the good things that modern society
can provide in seemingly limitless abundance. Even in rural areas,
the city goods and services that require cash for their acquisition are
creeping into the remotest districts. Modern amenities and the ster-
eotypical urban lifestyle have been powerful lures to young and not-
so-young rural dwellers. The key to the door that hopefully will open
to shower the migrant with its benefits is seen by many to be a
western-style “white-collar” education.

The desire to obtain such a formal education for their children and
themselves has driven many rural dwellers into debt or into aban-
doning the rural life altogether. A legacy of this type of formal edu-
cation, thus, has been a “brain drain” of young, better-educated,
mostly male Africans to the cities in search of wage employment.
Tragically, the young migrant to the city, having received as much of
an education as his or her family can afford, often finds that this is
nowhere near enough to secure the coveted jobs in government, com-
merce, or industry. Despite relatively rapid formal sector growth in
Kenya after independence, and a fixed investment rate of about 20
per cent of GDP during this period (Ikiara and Killick 1981, 6), there
are simply too few jobs being created by the public and large-scale
private sectors to absorb more than a small fraction of the tens of
thousands of job-seekers, many of them recent school-leavers, that
flood into the city year by year. In 1978, for example, out of a net
addition to the national labour force of about 240,000, there were
only 33,000 new jobs created in the formal sectors (Ikiara and Killick
1981, 14). The school-leaver problem has indeed become a major
element of the employment crisis in African countries in recent years.

Under the prevailing male-oriented system of land inheritance,
moreover, an increasing proportion of these landless migrants are
female. Very often, women lack educational skills needed to compete
for better wage employment. The mirage of urban jobs beckoning
both male and female migrants leads to the stark reality of a glut of
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workers in the job market. The result is that most of these aspirants
are drawn into the urban informal sector, where many join the ranks
of poorly paid “apprentices” and neophyte artisans (King 1977, 103).
Large numbers of the urban poor, as we shall shortly see, also become
part of the urban agricultural sector.



2 Promises Unfulfilled:
Life in the Urban
Informal Sector

For untold numbers of Africans, rendered landless in the aftermath
of the land reform process, given a smattering of western-style edu-
cation, and drawn into the urban web by forces largely beyond their
control, the experience of searching for an elusive wage job proves
to be a disheartening one. The glittering promise of the city evapo-
rates like the familiar African heat mirage as the hapless migrants
quickly exhaust what little savings they brought with them in the
fruitless hunt for employment in the formal sector. Lacking the nec-
essary ‘“connections,” they remain part of the amorphous body of
urban unemployed or “underemployed” that now also includes more
and more who were born and raised in the city. These members of
the growing urban underclass survive by trading their muscle power
and whatever skills they have to a relative or clan member or to any
stranger in the city willing to employ or exploit them, in return for
food and shelter. Alternately, they submerge themselves, sometimes
by choice but often as a last resort, in the vast urban informal sector
that operates in most large Third World cities.

The urban informal or intermediate sector is that part of the urban
economy made up of petty commodity producers, traders, and service
workers whose activities are largely unregulated by the government.
They are concentrated in parts of the city where their goods and
services can be sold to nearby workers in the low-wage formal and
public sectors. Frequently shanty town settlements develop around
these concentrations of informal sector enterprises (Hake 1977, 93).
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Often run entirely by an individual entrepreneur, perhaps helped by
his or her family or a few apprentices or employees, informal enter-
prises rarely operate out of permanent, established premises; nor do
they comply with the usual standards set for labour and business
practices. They tend in most cases to be run on a minimum of capital
and a maximum of ingenuity. Informal manufacturers craft a wide
variety of unstandardized products out of recycled materials and with
home-made tools. Small food kiosks and merchandise stalls, fash-
ioned out of discarded packing materials, sell traditional fare or mod-
ern products at meagre profit margins and in small lots. A host of
community, personal, and business services are offered to wage-earn-
ers by the informal sector (Westley and Kabagambe 1978, 1).

Although important exceptions to the rule exist (Freeman and Nor-
cliffe 1985, 95), informal enterprises tend to be strongly competitive
and ephemeral, with most entrepreneurs striking out on their own
after a relatively short stint as unpaid apprentices in an existing infor-
mal business. Often they rely entirely on skills and techniques learned
“on the job” and on savings provided by immediate family members
or by the entrepreneur him- or herself. Average capital per worker in
informal activities in Kenya was 182 Kenya shillings (about 12 U.s.
dollars) in 1977 compared to 2,000 shillings (127 u.s. dollars) in the
formal sector (1LO 1985, 20).

The urban informal sector, which in Kenya contributed about 20
per cent of the total urban output in 1985 (ibid., 16) is now well
recognized as an integral part of most large cities in the Third World
(Bromley and Gerry 1979; Gilbert and Gugler 1982). It displays a
myriad regional variations in its structure and roles within the larger
national economy, and in the attitudes of governments and planners
towards it. For this reason, the sector is difficult to define precisely
(Peattic 1987, 857). After decades of harassment, urban administra-
tors have begun to realize the value of this sector in job creation and
productivity for the urban poor, and therefore active persecution of
informal entrepreneurs is being replaced by tolerance and even, in
some cases, positive official acknowledgment and encouragement of
this sector. In Kenya the sector has recently been christened the “jua
kali” (meaning, in Kiswahili, “fierce sun” or “hot sun’) enterprise
sector in recognition of the fact that it typically operates en plein air,
unprotected from the elements. It is currently enjoying unprecedented
encouragement (at least the verbal kind, if not actually practical help)
from the highest levels of government. This does not mean that
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harassment and destruction of informal enterprises has ceased, or
that all types of jua kali activities are being encouraged. At lower
levels of government, and especially at the level of city administra-
tion, effective policies are still strongly antithetical to the activities
of this sector in a number of areas.

The recent trend towards more favourable treatment of the informal
sector in Kenya is at least partly an outgrowth of the spate of attention
given this sector in recent years by the foreign aid agencies, following
the pioneering research by the International Labour Office (1LO 1972)
and later researchers (Hake 1977; House 1981). Some scholars have
complained, however, that a modern mythology has grown up around
the urban informal sector, and that claims are made for its importance
and potential that it cannot possibly fulfill (Forbes 1984, 170-1). The
fact remains, however, that jua kali industries are a growing part of
African cities; and no matter how much researchers and administra-
tors may laud or deprecate its existence, this sector will not be
stamped out or commandeered by the formal or the government sec-
tor.

URBAN AGRICULTURE AS PART OF THE
AFRICAN INFORMAL SECTOR

If the crafts and services component of the jua kali sector is currently
receiving overdue favourable attention from many researchers and
administrators, the same cannot be said for that part of it that we have
identified as the urban agricultural sector. Admittedly, there is a small
but growing literature on problems of food supply in African cities
(or “I’approvisionnement des villes” in francophone Africa) that
should not be overlooked (Guyer 1987; Vennetier 1972, 1988). These,
however, often focus on food distribution logistics and consumption
patterns (Gore 1978; Sporrek 1985; Hormann and Shawel 1986) or
on “various forms of social organization that deliver the goods” (Guyer
1987, 14) rather than on urban agriculture. Indeed, in the volume of
research studies edited by Guyer, the authors did not set out to focus
their research efforts on the subject of feeding African cities but, as
Guyer admits, were “recruited” into this project after their field work
on various other related aspects was already completed (ibid., ix). In
most of the African studies of “approvisionnement” it is taken as
given that food production is generally external to the cities, in peri-
urban green belts or adjacent rural food catchment areas (Haubert
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1985; Guyer 1987, 15; Lebigre 1980). Apart from a handful of
researchers who have focused mostly on backyard or roof-top gar-
dens, or the farming and scavenging of garbage dumps (Wade 1983;
Sachs 1985; Jaeger and Huckaby 1986; Rakodi 1988), there has been
little investigation of the nature, role, and significance of this sector
in African economies, and urban agriculturalists are usually either
ignored or harassed by urban administrators.

The important role played by women in this sector is also largely
overlooked. This becomes clear when major research and planning
studies of African cities are examined. For example, in his book The
Development Process: A Spatial Perspective, although A.L. Mabo-
gunje elaborates on the cycle of rural-urban migration, the failure to
secure formal wage jobs, and the growth of an informal sector, he
does not explicitly include urban agriculture (Mabogunje 1980, 183—
8). Although he notes that women tend to predominate in the lower-
income, small-scale enterprises (especially petty trading) that make
up the informal sector, Mabogunje stresses the dichotomy between
rural and urban and does not acknowledge that the dividing line
between the two may be blurred in large African cities. He makes
the important observation, however, that recent rural migrants tend
to congregate in the lower occupational strata in the large African
cities (ibid., 184). This has extremely important implications for
cities such as Nairobi, which has a growth rate of over 8 per cent a
year, a preponderance of young (fifteen to thirty-five years) residents,
and the potential for much greater economic expansion in informal
sector activites.

Several other researchers at least mention the role of women in the
urban informal sector, but there is a dearth of detailed analyses. The
1LO study, following Henry Rempel (1970), states: “It is particularly
difficult to estimate how many women are employed in the informal
sector or unemployed ... Many of the women are involved in informal
activities which are difficult to cover statistically, for example illicit
beer brewing, prostitution and urban agriculture (ILO 1972, 54,
emphasis mine). They observe that “the worst of all possible circum-
stances from the point of view of seeking work is to be young,
uneducated, and female” (ibid., 59).

Beavon and Rogerson (in Drakakis-Smith, ed. 1986, 205-6) point
out that “In peripheral capitalist societies throughout Africa, Asia
and Latin America ... women were among the worst casualties of
current development strategies, lagging far behind men in access to
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the benefits of development” but noting that women monopolized
some sectors of informal entreprise in South Africa, particularly beer-
brewing and associated shebeens, or beerparlours (ibid., 212). Spor-
rek (1985) examines food marketing as an aspect of urban growth in
Dar es Salaam without broaching the subject of urban agriculture. In
his treatment of informal sector food marketing, he does, however,
have a brief section dealing with the role of women traders. In con-
trast to the west African situation in which women, called “market
queens” by Gore (1978, 292), dominate produce marketing, food
distribution in Dar es Salaam reveals the relatively minor role of
women. This Sporrek ascribes to the effects of the Islamic religion
with its traditional male dominance of manufacturing and commerce
(Sporrek 1985, 177-85).

One of the few focused analyses of the role of urban agriculture
in an African city is contained in a more recent, detailed examination
of planning and policy aspects of urban gardens in Zambia (Rakodi
1988, 495-515). Pointing out that urban cultivation is widespread in
Africa, Carole Rakodi is critical of the failure of planners and admin-
istrators to recognize the significance of this activity (and the partic-
ipation of women cultivators) in the overall pattern of urban land use:
“Scant attention has been paid to agriculture in the literature on urban
women, despite its relevance to the production/reproduction debate,
to the understanding of household survival strategies, and especially
to womens’ role within these” (ibid., 498). Drawing on unpublished
survey data of Lusaka collected in the 1970s, Rakodi interprets the
increase in urban gardens as a response of people to the failure of
wages to keep pace with the costs of urban life (ibid., 509).

Studies of the informal sector in Kenya tend to ignore both the
significance of urban agriculture and the role of women. Van Zwa-
nenberg, in his detailed study of the growth of slums in Nairobi,
does not mention urban farming (van Zwanenberg 1972). Andrew
Hake, in his insightful book African Metropolis: Nairobi’s Self-Help
City, documents the upsurge of African immigration into the city
since colonial times, but again says little about cultivation in his
chapter dealing with “self-help jobs.” He does, however, make one
observation that is extremely pertinent to the question of whether
urban agriculture should be seen as part of the urban informal sector:

Many of the women of the self-help settlements had a patch of waste land
on which they cultivated crops of maize, beans, or other vegetables. Such
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cultivation was illegal within the city, and was particularly discouraged by
the Colonial power during the Emergency [the Mau Mau rebellion of the
1950s], as the crops were believed to provide cover for fugitives or for the
growing of Bhang (marijuana). In 1964—65, when there was an acute maize
shortage in Nairobi and throughout the country, groups of supervised pris-
oners could be seen slashing maize growing in, for example, the “Town
Centre” vacant plots and road reserves in Eastlands, because in the eyes of
the authorities the crops were illegal (Hake 1977, 191).

As this indicates, urban agriculture in Kenya has been treated as
illegal by a succession of colonial and post-colonial administrations,
putting it within the accepted definition of “informal.” But in addi-
tion, Hake’s treatment of the subject of women cultivators seems to
echo the common notion that urban farming, although widespread,
is an unimportant pastime indulged in purely by city housewives,
one that might be regarded more properly as a form of recreation or
as disguised unemployment. The reference to slashing of urban
crops by colonial authorities is ironic, because slashing of maize is
still being carried out by City Commission askaris, and the argu-
ment used by colonial authorities about maize plots being a hiding
place for undesirables is still used by local authorities. Typical of
current official attitudes is the reported speech by the Rift Valley
Provincial Commissioner on Madaraka day, June 1987: “Maize
farming in the town [Nakuru] would not be allowed because thugs
hid in the shambas ... The Administration would deal with the few
who had decided to plant maize on plots in the town” (East African
Standard, Tuesday, 2 June 1987, 28). In the same month, members
of the York—Kenyatta University survey team reported witnessing an
instance of the destruction of crops by City Commission askaris in
Kaloleni, an inner city housing estate near the main railway mar-
shalling yards. It is interesting to compare these attacks on urban
agriculture with the statement by Rakodi (1988, 502) that maize
crops in Lusaka, Zambia, are regarded by city officials as a health
hazard (allegedly harbouring mosquitoes) and are periodically
destroyed by the authorities. It appears that official antagonism
towards urban agriculture is widespread.

The urban informal sector in Nairobi has also been examined in
detail by William House, who identifies two sub-categories, namely
the “community of the poor” and the “intermediate sector”; but his
interview sample only targetted “enterprises ... [that] operated out
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of a temporary sructure” (House 1981, 358), again excluding by
definition the cultivation plots or shambas of urban farmers. Failure
to consider urban agriculture, or the adoption of a wholly negative
attitude towards it, thus ignores the potential importance of the
incomes, productivity, intersectoral linkages, and economic leverages
provided by this sector.

In more recent years, the “development literature gap” on the
urban agricultural sector and its dominance by women have begun
to be redressed somewhat following the 1985 Sdo Paulo Conference
on alternate urban development strategies, and the concomitant efforts
by Ignacy Sachs and others to highlight the subject of cultivation in
the cities and the problems as well as the advantages of such activities
(Sachs 1985, 5). The effort was spurred by the United Nations’ dec-
laration of International Women’s Year and the attention this focused
on the activities of women, especially as regards food production, in
the Third World (Overholt, Anderson et al., eds. 1985; Sachs 1985).
Particular attention has been given to the “religious, historic, famil-
ial, and cultural” barriers to participation by women in enterprise
and development generally (Dulansey and Austin 1985, 105). In some
of the most recent literature there is a suggestion that African urban
cultivation may be a survival strategy particularly for less well-edu-
cated women who are generally unable to afford to own property or
to compete with males for coveted urban wage jobs (Rakodi 1988,

509).

POSSIBLE EXPLANATIONS FOR URBAN
AGRICULTURE

A detailed explanation of why residents of certain large African cities
undertake the cultivation of open spaces must await the evaluation of
evidence presented in Part Two of this study. It is possible at this
stage, however, to propose some broad deductions based on what is
known of urban economies generally and the African case in partic-
ular. The veracity of these can then be considered in the light of the
empirical data collected in the Mazingira study and the 1987 survey
by the author.

First, it seems clear that, in the eyes of many of the urban poor
who participate in informal sector activities, family needs cannot be
met entirely from either wage jobs or the informal craft/service enter-
prise sector. It is also possible that barriers to entry of new urban
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residents into these sectors (in terms of acquired skills, or capital, or
available business sites and raw materials, or all of these) may be
sufficiently high to exclude a proportion of urban residents, partic-
ularly women.

It is also clear that the risks from harassment and destruction of
crops by authorities, loss through theft and predation, and other draw-
backs to cultivation of urban open space are outweighed by the per-
ceived advantages and gains from cultivation, since the practice is
spreading in the cities. For some, the advantages may be set in the
context of reduction of other risks, such as the risk of starvation or
malnutrition for themselves or their families if they do not do some-
thing to supplement their cash incomes, or if they should be thrown
out of work in the precarious labour market conditions that often
prevail in large Third World cities, or if they should become too ill
to go to work. Even the more affluent urban residents may feel the
incentive to grow illegal crops; those in Nairobi, for example, may
be goaded by the memory of the national food shortages of the early
19808 when lines formed outside city supermarkets to wait for mea-
gre supplies of basic foods like maizemeal.

The evidence is undeniable, both from empirical studies and from
government census data, that the ranks of the urban poor are increas-
ing with each passing year. Exacerbating this trend towards burgeon-
ing urban poverty is the problem of inflation of urban food prices,
and the rising costs of other necessities for the urban household that
threaten to outstrip the precarious incomes of the poor in many large
African cities.

These speculative explanations for the existence and prevalence of
the urban agricultural sector will be considered together with other
hypotheses in the sections that follow, in the light of historical infor-
mation and quantitative data obtained in the surveys of urban culti-
vators in Nairobi.



3 Open Spaces and Colonial Views:
The Early Years in Nairobi

The plentiful open spaces in Kenya’s capital, now being encroached
upon by urban cultivators and jua kali enterprises, owe their existence
to events that transpired early in the colonial period of the city’s
history. A brief chronicling of these events will serve to highlight the
specific factors that have set the stage for the later development of
urban agriculture.

Nairobi has seen very rapid growth from its beginnings as a bleak
railway workers’ camp at the western edge of the Athi plains at the
turn of the twentieth century. From the very first, its administrators
strove to provide it with ample open space, which now comprises at
least a quarter of the city area (even when the “formal” areas of
farm, range, and forest/game reserve land on the urban outskirts are
excluded). An examination of documents associated with the histor-
ical development of Nairobi makes clear that there were three main
reasons for the generous endowment of public and institutional open
space in the city. The first two, discussed in this chapter, were: the
determination of the railway authorities, who laid out the initial set-
tlement, to gain control of adequate open land for future needs; and
an obsession of the early British administrators with questions of
health, sanitation, administrative expense, and racial segregation. The
third factor is one that became influential in the later years of the
colonial period and since Kenya’s independence. This is the “city
beautiful” ethos among planners in Nairobi that continues to lay stress
on the expansion and preservation of parks and boulevards, planned
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residential neighbourhoods and riparian/forest reserves even at the
expense of a considerable number of low-income residents of the city
with whom administrators have come increasingly into conflict. This
factor will be discussed in the following chapter.

THE RAILWAY LANDS

On 30 May 1899 the Uganda Railway reached the site of Nairobi.
Beyond this point there was a significant increase in railway gradient
(a slope of 1:83, as against an average slope of 1:323 from the coast
to Nairobi), necessitating the addition of extra locomotives on west-
bound trains. Consequently, a railway depot was needed here. Being
about halfway between the coast and Uganda, moreover, this was a
good location for a repair and maintenance workshop. To oversee this
operation Nairobi was chosen to be the site of the railway headquar-
ters.

The building of the railway headquarters at this location was the
responsibility of its chief engineer, Sir George Whitehouse, who was
determined to control land-use policy in the new settlement and who
had “obtained from the Foreign Office the authority to appropriate
all land required for railway purposes, since the railway had made
costly experiences at the coast [speculators in the Mombasa area had
bought up land in anticipation of railway developments and had
charged extortionate prices for land needed by the railways]” (Thorn-
ton White, Silberman et al. 1948, 11). In fact, the railways appro-
priated far more land than they could use in the foreseeable future,
and the subsequent development of the town of Nairobi was very
much subordinated to, and shaped by, the railways.

The railway marshalling yards and terminal facilities were laid out
over a large area of flat land to the south and east of the town
(Map 1). This huge expanse of workshops, sheds, and open space
devoted to railway uses still acts as a dividing line between the central
business district and much of the industrial area of Nairobi. On the
northern side of the railway yards, the low stone buildings of the
Nairobi railway station stand as a reminder of the origins of the
modern metropolis that has spread out like an open fan from this
point.

For the first half of this century, the railway right-of-way ran
through the commercial heart of the city, frustrating attempts to pro-
duce a coherent urban land-use and traffic plan until the main line
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westward was rerouted away from the core of the city at mid-century.
This major realignment, which involved removing the section of track
that ran from the western end of the Nairobi station, along what is
now Uhuru Highway and Waiyaki Way, had been suggested as early
as 1927 by a government consultant, E Walton Jameson (Hake 1977,
44). The new alignment took the rails south of Haile Selassie Avenue,
skirting *“the Hill” with its European residences originally occupied
by railway officials, and following the northern banks of the Nairobi
dam towards Dagoretti Corner, a major African market centre near
the former Kikuyu reserve. A wide strip of land on the west of the
central business district was thereafter vacated from the railway sta-
tion to Westlands. As shown in the next chapter, this gave the oppor-
tunity for the British administration in the later years of the colonial
period to implement an ambitious plan to upgrade and expand the
city and to make it a showpiece of a modern, well-planned colonial
capital.

HEALTH, SANITATION, ADMINISTRATIVE
EXPENSE, AND RACIAL SEGREGATION

Nairobi may have been a well-chosen location for a railway head-
quarters, but it was criticized in the early years as a poor location
for a city from the point of view of public health. At its high elevation
(1,700 metres above sea level) it admittedly escapes many of the
disease problems associated with cities in humid tropical lowlands,
and the climate of the area has always been regarded by the British
as quite suitable for European settlement. The fledgling capital was,
however, built on the banks of a malarial swamp, choked with papy-
rus, into which the Nairobi River emptied after its emergence from
a narrow valley cut into the dissected upland of the Kikuyu escarp-
ment. Flat, poorly drained, and relatively infertile black cotton soil
on a phonolite base covers most of the present urban lands in the
southern and eastern quarters of the city. At the time of the first
European settlement, the swamp and the adjacent Athi plains teemed
with game animals. Although these were rapidly exterminated in the
vicinity of the growing town, the squalid and cramped workers’ quar-
ters and bazaar soon attracted other kinds of unwelcome fauna,
including disease-carrying rats.

The northern and western parts of Nairobi, by contrast, comprise
parallel, southeast-trending ridges and ravines with better-drained,
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deeper, and more fertile red loams formed on trachyte. These areas
were initially heavily forested, and patches of the original vegetation
remain in the Karura forest reserve and the City Park, in the northern
suburbs. More recently, exotic tree species have been planted in and
around Nairobi, notably Australian eucalypts and acacias, as well as
softwoods from Europe, North America, and the Pacific. The Ngong
forest reserve, on the southwestern side of the city near the Nairobi